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I£ anyone wants a hard journey, let him try to follow the northern
border of French Indo-China,, Siam, and Burma. For every hour that
such a trip would take in an airplane, it will take at least a month on the
earth's surface. Even then it will be necessary to depart considerably
from the boundary line in order to find places where even the hardy moun-
taineers of this region can travel on foot without animals. A still harder
trip would be to start in China at the southward bend of the Yangtze not
far north of the city of Yunnan and travel straight to Lhassa, the small
capital of Tibet. The simple little lines which indicate rivers on the map
become vast canyons 5,000 to 10,000 feet deep when one attempts to cross
them. In their lower depths the canyons are hot, steamy, enervating,
and hard to traverse because they are so densely forested and malarial.
Their slopes are so steep that they can be climbed only in a few places.
The tops of the ridges are so cold, windy, and even snowy that people
who come from the hot valleys shiver in their warmest clothes. Small
wonder, then, that villages are scarce in the northern parts of Burma,
Thailand, and French Indo-China. The rugged relief isolates the people
so much that they are backward and often highly suspicious of strangers.
In all the world it is hard to find any equally large region where moun-
tains alone, regardless of climate, make it so hard to get a living and to
carry on commerce as in the northern parts of these countries and the
adjacent provinces of China.
Countries and Cities of the Plains
The contrast between all this ruggedness and the level rice plains at
the lower ends of the rivers is almost incredible unless one has seen it.
The plains look small on the maps that we usually see. They are so
broad that when one looks out from some high point, such as a Burmese
pagoda, or the deck of a steamer sailing on one of the quiet distributaries
in the delta of Thailand or Cochin China, the horizon forms a perfect
circle. It bounds a plain almost as smooth as the sea, bright green with
rice close at hand and becoming more and more bluish farther away.
Each main delta has its port, Rangoon at the mouth of the Irrawaddy in
Burma, Bangkok on the Menam in Thailand, and Saigon near the mouth
of the Mekong in French Indo-China. Here, as in most tropical coun-
tries, the inland cities are small and inconspicuous. Mandalay on the
Irrawaddy is the most famous. It gets only one third as much rain as
Rangoon, where 100 inches fall each year on an average.
Burma was governed from India until 1937. Then the British govern-
ment decided to make it a separate political division in recognition of the
fact that it is separated from India by high mountains, and also differs
from that country in the race, religion, and language of its broad-faced;

